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VASANTRAO DESHPANDE had given a memorable concert on 12 April 
1981 before a large audience of music-lovers in Lucknow under 
the auspices of the Uttar Dakshin Cultural Organisation. The same 
evening a dinner was given in his honour; in the course of a long in- 
terview, he assured us: ‘‘Very soon, I am coming back to Lucknow 
for a long stay as I want to do research on a subject that has been 
intriguing me for quite some time. Lucknow used to be such a rich 
and fertile centre of classical music and this city produced such a 
large number of great artistes. Why did they start the great migration 
to other places like Gwalior, Alwar, Rewa, etc.?”” However, before 
Vasantrao could keep up this tryst with Lucknow, he had a severe 
coronary attack and had to take complete rest for many weeks. A 
leading newspaper of Bombay committed a fuux paus by announcing 
his death in July 1981, long before his actual death, causing great 
anguish to his innumerable fans all over the country. I dared not 
try to find out his reaction to this little obituary of his, if he did find 
the time to see it in the midst of his busy schedule of concerts in 
Delhi, Nagpur, etc. Perhaps he smiled and remarked: ‘‘The news is 
Slightly exaggerated”’, or “I am sorry I cannot oblige the esteemed 
newspaper until I have fulfilled all the concert engagements that J 
have accepted”. He lived Jong enough to receive the prestigious 
Sangeet Natak Akademi Award—in 1983. When I wrote and congra- 
tulated him, he was recouping from another heart attack and wrote 
back: “I don’t like this damned bed-rest that the doctors have 
enforced on me... Anyway, Lam much better.” But he died later," 
on 30 July 1983 in Pune, at the age of 63. 

In his death, Hindustani music lost one of its most versatile 
Macstros—an outstanding and popular classical vocalist, a famed 
Marathi stage actor and singer, an accomplished harmonium and 
tabla player. He was also a well-read, interesting conversationalist, 
a scholar-musician rich in musical wealth, yet simple and unassu- 
ming in his ways. 

Few musicians in recent times have had the privilege of imbibing 
their art at the feet of such great gurus as Vasantrao had. He was 
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born with musical talent, but became a music student by sheer 
‘accident’! Even after he had become, an accomplished musician, he 
retained a clerical job for nearly 20 years; Vasantrao might have 

’ died in obscurity but for the fact that Lucknow’s Begum Akhtar, 
who always admired his music, forced him to leave the job and 
devote himself full-time to music. It is strange how little incidents 
sometimes change the entire course of a life. 

Though Vasantrao was born in an affluent family of farmers with 
some landed property in Murtijapur (on 2 May 1920), this family 
was reduced to penury within six years of his birth. His paternal 
grandfather Govindrao Deshpande was a professionally trained 
musician of the Gwalior gharana and his father Balkrishnabuva Pant 
was good tabla player Gifted with a sweet voice, Vasantrao quickly 
picked up in boyhood the lilting Marathi devotional songs that his 
mother sang. After his father’s death, Vasantrao’s mother had to 
migrate to Nagpur some time in 192%, partly to take up a teacher’s 
job in the municipal school there, and also to send her seven-year-old 
son to a comparatively inexpensive school. 

Referring to the little incident that changed his life, Vasantrao 
told me: “One day my mother sent me to the bazaar to buy some 
vegetables. On my way back, there was a heavy downpour. Luckily for 
me, the place [ got for a brief shelter from the rain was the staircase 
of the Sriram Sangeet Vidyalaya, and Shankarrao Sapre happened to 
-be taking his classes upstairs. The notes and words of a song in 
Raga Bhopali floated down from the class, and I naturally began to 
repeat whatever was being taught. 1 was so engrossed in repeating 
the song that I did not know 


Shri Sapre had come down and stood behind me, and listened to 
my singing. He must have discovered some potential in my boyish 
voice, for I was suddenly asked: “Would you like to learn 
music from me?’ He accompanied me home, obtained my 
mother’s permission, and began to teach me regularly, free of 


charge!” 


Four years later, Bhalji Pendharkar (brother of Baburao Pendhar- 
kar) was so impressed by the boy’s music that he took Vasantrao 
away to Kolhapur (with his mother’s and guru’s permission) to - 
in films of the Kolhapur Cinetone Company. The film agai “it 
featuring Vasantrao as Krishna, Leela as Yashoda, Indubala as m3 a, 
and many others, was released in 1933 and became quite a hit. t her 
for him much fame and popularity. But Vasantrao was exhilarate 
for other reasons. He told me: “My stay 10 Kolhapur was a most 
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rewarding experience because it was the golden era of music in that 
town which was vibrating with the music of unforgettable maestros 
like Ustads Alladiya Khan, Bhurji Khan, Ghamman Khan, pandits 
Shaligeam, Bhaskarbuwa Bakhle, Shankarrao Sarnaik, Govindrao 
Tembe, Lakshmibai Jadhay, and many others. I not only imbibed 
a lot by listening to them, but was also lucky to get training from 
Pandit Govindrao Tembe, Sureshbabu Mane, and Master Dinanath 
Mangeshkar. It was one of the happiest periods of my life.” 
Vasantrao’s maternal uncle Shri Boregaonkar was a_ highly 
respected person in the world of the Marathi stage Through him, 
Vasantrao was able to watch and hear reputed actor-singers like 
Balgandharva, S. Sarnaik, Dinanath Mangeshkar and others. These 
contacts naturally kindled his deep attraction for the stage; his 
admiration for Master Dinanath and Balgandharva was unbounded. 
Their singing styles captivated him and influenced his own style in 
later years. He was so attracted to Master Dinanath’s singing that 
he used to go all the way from Nagpur to Umravati to hear him and 
watch his stage performances! Young Vasantrao also got many 
opportunities to hear well-known classical musicians like Pandits 
Jyoti Prasad, Moti Prasad, Naththubuwa and others who used to 
visit Nagpur to sing at the shrine of Tajuddin Aulia. Luckily his 
generous guru Shankarrao Sapre gave him full liberty to hear as 
much good music as possible. Sapre even used to recommend the 
names of great musicians of different Gharanas and encourage his 
students to go and listen to their varied khandani styles. Gifted 
with rare intelligence, Vasantrao began to absorb the good features 
he found in the styles of the musicians of different Gharands. 
Returning to Nagpur in 1934 to do his matriculation Vasantrao 
and his mother, had to grapple with poverty. For a time, the boy’s 
maternal uncle took him away to Lahore in 1938 where Vasantrao 
gota job with the North-Western Railways. He made the best use 
of his few years’ sojourn in Lahore by coming into close contact with 
the great musicians of the city like Ustads Bade Ghulam Ali Khan, 
Barkat Ali Khan, Ashiq Ali Khan and Asad Ali Khan. The Patiala 
Style of Khayal and the Punjab Ang of light classical music left a 
deep impress on his style. He gave successful recitals in Ferozepur, 
Hoshiarpur, Karachi and other places, and availed of every opport- 
unity to hear the great Ustads of Lahore. For over a year he learnt 
Khayal regularly from Ustad Asad Ali Khan of Patiala Gharana, 
and Thumri from Ustad Barkat Ali Khan. Ustad Wahid Khan who 
was in peak form in those years used to perform frequently in 
Lahore. Vasantrao’s vocal style was moulded and enriched by all 
these influences. His sojourn in Lahore was a most rewarding time 
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because of his unquenchable thirst for music. Thus was evolved his 
attractive, colourful style. 

The dire need for making a living, for himself and his hard- 
worked mother, forced Vasantrao to accept a job as editor and 
playback singer in 1940 with the famous Arun Pictures of Poona on 
a monthly salary of Rs 30! Later, with the kind efforts of friends, 
he got a clerical job in the office of the Field Controller of Military. 
Accounts in 1941. His salary now was Rs 300—which seemed a 
fortune to his mother. The job was not at all suited to the tempera- 
ment of Vasantrao, but it gave him financial security after much 
poverty. Therefore he retained this job until 1965. All the while, his 
unrelenting pursuit of music continued. He acquired a large circle 
of music-loving friends in Poona. Among them was Balasaheb Atre, 
a pupil of Sureshbabu Mane. Through Atre, Vasantrao became a dis- 
ciple and friend of this-accomplished and generous guru. Vasantrao 
always regretted that this melodious and imaginative singer of the 
Kirana Gharana never got the fame and prosperity he deserved. 
About Sureshbabu, he said: ‘“Sureshbabu Mane was not only a 
most melodious exponent of classical and light classical music, but 
also a magnanimous guru. It was through his experienced and loving 
guidance that I developed discrimination in music, and it was from 
him that I learnt how to present music appealingly. I continued to 
derive the benefit of his warm guidance for nearly a decade.” 

Necessity forced Vasantrao to keep a drab job which confined 
him to the desk all day, and he felt utterly frustrated because when 
he returned home, he had no place to do his Riyaz. He told me: 
“T used to practise from seven to nine. And after dinner, when 
everybody around was asleep, I would put a bedsheet over my head 
and cover the harmonium also, so as not to disturb my neighbours; 
and then I would do my Riyaz—from ten till the early hours of the 
morning.’ His voice thus acquired admirable command over all 
three octaves, and he could sing the most complicated Tans with 
fluent ease. He was really able to live up to his Ustad Asad Ali 
Khan’s advice: “You must sing with the ease with which you 
speak.” ae 

Vasantrao continued: “My natural voice used to be a bit stiff. 
But by years of Kharaj practice and long hours of Sadhana in 
the Merukhand—pranali [various complicated permutations and 
combinations of notes], I gained full control over my voice and 
could sing with effortless ease, even when singing the higher notes 
or rapid Tans.” 

pes Vasantrao became a Gandabandh disciple of Ustad Aman 
Ali Khan in 1950, he got many chances to accompany his guru to 
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Lucknow where they enjoyed the warm hospitality of Begum Akhtar 
and her husband Ishtiaq Abbasi at their home in Fawnbrake 
Avenue. This was how Vasantrao and Begum Saheba became great 
admirers of each other’s music. She often arranged private soirées 
at her home and invited her circle of music-loving friends to hear. 
him. After his singing, she would often scold him affectionately: 
“Why are you wasting your time and talents in that drab job?” 
When gentle persuasion did not give him courage to forsake the 
financial security provided by the job, she began to take more ‘dras- 
tic’ steps. The practical jokes and subterfuges she played on him 
until at last she succeeded in extricating him from the job make a 
very amusing and long story. Thanks to her persistent efforts and 
encouragement, Vasantrao Deshpande at last became a full-time 
professional musician in 1966. His first concert in Rang Bhavan in 
Bombay was a great success, and he never looked back after that. 
He was so constantly and heavily booked for concerts and Marathi 
musical plays that sponsors had to wait for months to get a free date 
from him. He could have easily doubled his fees and amassed wealth 
but was strongly against the idea of commercializing music. 

Today’s performing artistes are justifiably very conscious of 
their sartorial trappings because they do create a good impression 
initially. Vasantrao was, like Pandit Bhimsen Joshi, an exception 
to this. Even when facing the most sophisticated audiences, he used 
to come on-stage in his simple white shirt and pyjamas, a string of 
Rudraksha beads around his neck (‘‘to control the high blood 
pressure”, he told me). But with the very first note-combination, he 
could establish instant rapport with his audience and hold listeners 
in a spell as long as he wanted. He used to say: “I always get 
good audiences wherever I go, because only serious, genuine music 
lovers attend my concerts. I am confident that if the artiste sings 
sincerely and with true abandon, the audience natually comes 
under his spell.” 

Vasantrao Deshpande had a vast repertoire of Khayals, Thumiis, 
Dadras, Taranas, Tappas, Ghazals, Bhajans and Marathi stage- 
songs—all of which he could sing with remarkable ease. Even diffi- 
cult ragas like Marwa, Puriya, Nat-bhairav, Gaud-Bilawal, 
Basantmukhari and Patmanjari (a combination of five contrasting 
ragas) sounded easy when he sang them. As one admirer remarked: 
“Vasantrao’s musical armoury was stocked with a large variety of 
missiles which never failed to go straight into the hearts of his 
listeners. He could present even a dry raga like Marwa in a colout- 
ful new garb studded with his typical Murkis, ‘brackets’ and little 
Tans and other embellishments. What a versatile artiste he was!” AS 
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he had mastered the tabla early in life, and devoted Jong years to 
Merukhand-sadhana, his control over both Laya and Swara was 
superb. His vocal style was a beautiful and aesthetic blend of 
features from the styles of various great singers whom he admired. 
According to his mood and the nature of ragas he chose to present, 
he could embellish his Khayal-renderings with rapid Tans of the 
Patiala variety or with complicated Sargampatterns of the Carnatic 
style (popularized by Ustad Aman Ali Khan). If the audience was 
in a mood for light songs, he would sometimes render some of the 
Malwa types of Geet popularized by Kumar Gandharva whom he 
admired deeply. His light classical renderings had the unmistakable 
charm and colourfulness of the Punjab Ang which he imbibed in 
Lahore. Vasantrao’s music was. a combination of intelligence and 
emotion and his vast repertoire had songs and ragas for every kind 
of Rasika. 

Because of his great popularity as a Marathi stage actor, his 
concert audiences never let him conclude a classical concert without 
rendering at least a few of the Farmaishes for stage songs which he 
used to present with relish and gusto. His most memorable role 
was that of the Khansaheb (Ustad) in the play Katyar Kaljat Ghusali. 
The excellent songs in this role had catapulted him to peak popula- 
rity as a stage actor. 

Vasantrao Deshpande performed extensively in this country and 
also in UK and USSR. What made his spectacular success worth- 
while for him was the fact that his mother, his first guru Shankarrao 
Sapre, and his mentor Begum Akhtar lived long enough to see it 
happen. ee 
About his own style Vasantrao said: “I became a disciple of every 
great musician I admired because I wanted to synthesize in my style 
whatever appealed to me in each one’s style. For instance look at 
the raga Yaman as rendered by Bhimsen, Kumar Gandharva, Jasraj 
or Kishori. Each rendering is excellent, but while one elevates my 
spirits, another makes me an introvert, while a third moves me to 
tears. This is because every great artiste is able to superimpose his 
or her own personality on the raga. Hence the infinite charm and 
fascinating variety in our classical music I revere all Se 
and have the greatest admiration for many like Govindrao embe, 
Jagannathbuwa Purohit, Kumar Gandharva and others. 

As a disciple of Ustad Aman Ali Khan Vasantrao learnt many 
rare Bandishes, rare talas, and complicated Sargam-singing. Earlier 
he had learnt tabla from Salurao Kathale of Nagpur. Like Balgan- 
dharva, he had an inborn gift for Laya. He strongly felt that ‘‘music 
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is not an art you can learn in a class-room. It has to be learnt at 
the feet of the guru.” 

Comparing the audiences of yesterday with those of today, 
Vasantrao used to say that the former were more tolerant and patient 
because music was not easily available to everyone as it is now by 
way of mass media like the radio, television, tapes, discs, etc. 
Being overexposed to music or Bahushruta, ‘today’s audiences are 
not easy to please. In the present times, there is also the tendency 
to go for glamour. Facing an audience, the musician has to be richly 
equipped with a vast repertoire to hold the admiration and attention 
of listeners. Like culinary feasts, musical feasts also have to include 
a varied menu. 

Along with his Riyaz, Vasantrao also kept up his study of the 
theoretical aspect of music. He took the Visharad and Alankar 
degrees and was later awarded a doctorate for his thesis on the 
transformation of music—‘Saam Gaan Se Thumri Tak’—by the Gan- 
dharva Mahavidyalaya. He used to visit various libraries as he was 
deeply interested in music, literature and poetry. He could give 
most interesting lecture-demonstrations on music. 

Married in 1943, Vasantrao left behind his wife, a son and two 
daughters. All of them are very fond of music, but none has studied 
the art seriously. However, Vasantrao lovingly groomed many good 
disciples. Many radio stations have recordings of Vasantrao at the 
peak of his career. The Gramophone Company of India, however, 
has so far issued only one LP disc of his Khayals in Marwa and 
Madhukauns, and a Thumri in Mishra Khamaj. 

Performing musicians have proliferated in number in recent 
years, but musicians of the calibre of Vasantrao Deshpande are 
indeed very rare. 0 
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